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“Where the Atlantic meets the land”: the ocean as regional
and transnational space in Irish (diaspora) local colour fiction
of the 1890s
Marguérite Corporaal
RICH, Radboud University, Nijmegen, Netherlands
“Near Ballymourne all paths led towards the sea. Not alone the fishermen found it a
source of income, but from its shores the farmers drew their best and cheapest
manure in the form of sea-weed” (Tench 1897, 200). Thus young Essie – the first-
person narrator in Mary Tench’sWhere the Surf Breaks (1897) – recalls the environment
of her childhood years, spent with her aunt and cousin Kathleen near Ballybeg, in Co.
Wexford, Ireland. The passage reveals how the Atlantic shapes the existence of the
local population: they rely on the sea and its effects on the soil for their livelihoods. Fur-
thermore, the effect of the Atlantic on the regional environment even informs the rituals
of these inhabitants. As “the cruel, treacherous sea” costs many lives, the locals often dis-
pense with extensive burial rites: “No mourner wept over the nameless dead, thrown up
on the coast by the cruel, treacherous sea; a little wooden cross marked each lowly
mound, and that was all” (201).
Scholars have often associated the literature of the Revival period with detailed rep-
resentations of “rural life” which address the conditions of “the Irish peasants”
(Ingram 2009, 76). However, fiction about Irish seaside communities was also immensely
popular in the heyday of the Literary Revival, a movement primarily inspired by a focus
on “Irish identity” and particularly “rooted in the artistic and political ferment of the
1890s” (Bixby and Castle 2019, 6). While some authors affiliated with the Revival eulo-
gized landscapes as sites expressing a distinct Irish identity and “history” (Bruna 2017,
134), the ways in which Irish regions were configured by these writers are essentially het-
erogeneous and often did not shy away from the harrowing conditions of poverty and
hardship that living in such areas entailed.
Such literary texts often identify the specific qualities of the natural environment of
these Atlantic regions and their effects on the traditions and modes of existence of
native communities. For example, the inhabitants of Achill in Katharine Tynan’s “The
Sea’s Dead,” published in An Isle in the Water (1896a), are often afflicted by famine,
not only as a result of “innumerable wet summers that blight the potatoes and blacken
the hay and mildew the few oats,” but also due to bog formation that is further stimulated
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by the island’s marine geology: “Inland from the sheer ocean cliffs the place seemed all
bog” (Tynan 1896a, 111).
As the texts by Tench and Tynan illustrate, novels and short stories about communities
bordering on the Irish Atlantic can be examined in relation to the ecocritical concept of
“dwelling,” that is, the “long imbrication of humans in a landscape of memory, ancestry
and death, ritual, life andwork” (Gerrard 2004, 108). These narratives showhow the popu-
lation struggles for sustenance or invests in employment that suits the natural ecosystem,
and they describe interrelationships between regional customs and climate. Moreover,
these works of fiction bring together anthropological and archaeological perspectives in
their portrayal of Irish coastal communities, according to Tim Ingold’s concept of the
“dwelling perspective”: “the landscape is constituted as an enduring record of – and testi-
mony to – the lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it” (2000, 189).
At the same time these narratives about IrishAtlantic communities–with a focus on the
function of the ocean – reveal that there are strong transnational dimensions to these texts
about regional life that are often overlooked. The passage fromMary Tench’s novel quoted
above suggests such a transnational lens through which we should read Irish local colour
fiction from the 1890s. The sea that Essie describes is not just the domain for local fisheries,
but an inherently transatlantic space of transport and trade: “There was generally craft of
some kind to be seen, either a white-sailed steamer bound to or from New York, with a
great trail of smoke streaming back from its funnels” (Tench 1897, 202). Moreover,
having come herself on a boat from British India to Ireland to reside with her relatives,
Essie epitomizes the maritime network through which goods and people interconnected
and travelled, throughout the British Empire; or the “Swift shuttles of an Empire’s loom
that weave us, main to main” (Kipling 1896, 3), as Rudyard Kipling observed.1
Atfirst glance the settings of these regional narrativesmay appear to be exclusively local.
However, they are invaded by, intersect, and overlap with Atlantic spaces which are
marked by global dynamics: shared natural environmental experiences, cultural encoun-
ters, and relocation. Tench’s description of an Irish oceanic region which is connected to a
transatlantic world and which simultaneously has specific material qualities, such as “low
sand-hills, bent-covered, stretched here and there, as a bulwark against the incoming tide”
(1897, 202),merits further attention. The narrative illustrates that it is possible to reconcile
a depiction of regionally specific, geological, and ecological conditions with a represen-
tation of the Atlantic as a transcultural space. The recent shift towards a transnational
turn in the rich interdisciplinary field of oceanic studies has enhanced our understanding
of the interconnectedness of theAtlanticworld. JohnBrannigan, for instance, states that an
approach towards the Atlantic as a fluid network of interconnections enables us to “talk
about the relations between the constituent parts of the British and Irish Isles” in ways
inspired by a “plural and connective vision quite at odds with the cultural and political
homogenization which lay at the heart of the Unionist project” (Brannigan 2015, 6). We
may look beyond imperially imposed hierarchies, Brannigan adds, for “a culture of the
Atlantic seaboard which the peoples of Cornwall, Galway and the Hebrides share” (10).
In a similar vein, Nicholas Allen, Nick Groom, and Jos Smith assert that further exam-
ination of “interfacial aspects of coastlines, as lively borders between land and sea,
between one country and another” (2017, 6) can lead to a useful reassessment of Atlantic
regions as sites of transcultural exchange, rather than peripheral zones. Hester Blum has
been more critical of studies which characterize oceans as primarily immaterial, fluid
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spaces of heterogeneity and intersection, advocating “a practice of oceanic studies that is
attentive to the material conditions and praxis of the maritime world” (2010, 670).
However, as Mary Tench’s novel reveals, it is possible to study material aspects of
coastal regions while simultaneously looking at these areas as both local and transna-
tional spaces of cultural exchange. Gretchen Woertendyke’s term “hemispheric regional-
ism” (2013, 213), which is rooted in the premise that the Atlantic creates a network
between regional communities across borders, and between local and global economies,
can be useful to map out both dimensions and their intersections. This vantage point
conveys the “coexistence of a local global” (213), she argues, thereby contesting hierar-
chies between regions, on the one hand, and nations or empires on the other.
This article takes this principle of “a local global” – and its potential to subvert
assumptions about peripheries and centres – as a starting point in its examination of
the representation and role of coastal regions in local colour fiction written in Ireland
during the 1890s. The article will partially look at these texts through an oceanic lens,
by focusing on depictions of the Atlantic, seaboard environments, and the interplay
between land and sea, from a transnational perspective. It will analyse works by,
amongst others, Jane Barlow, H. Caldwell Lipsett and Frank James Mathew, in light of
historical contexts of modernization, contemporary visual and narrative cultures of the
Atlantic and Atlantic regions, “ecocosmopolitanism” (Heise 2008, 61), and publication
markets that constituted inherently “cross-cultural spaces” (Welsch 1999, 194).2
Additionally, the article also integrates an archipelagic approach, in that it will address
intersections between the regional Irish coastal communities and the British Isles in
these narratives, and because it will map out similar repertoires of representation
between local colour narratives from Ireland and those from Scotland and Cornwall.
I will demonstrate that in these narratives the Atlantic embeds regions in a transna-
tional world in various respects. Firstly, the ocean signifies connections between Irish
coastal communities and other geographical maritime areas within the Atlantic archipe-
lago. In these narratives, the ocean also firmly places these Irish regions in a larger imper-
ial framework, figuring as a liminal space which subverts colonial stereotypes and
contests traditional centres and peripheries. In fact, sometimes these narratives convey
political statements by portraying how the Atlantic disrupts property laws and man-
made borders in favour of natural boundaries. Second, in these local colour writings
the Atlantic functions as a space of ethnic interconnections and even interdependence
on cultural and economic levels, between home and diaspora communities. Finally,
this study will explore the Atlantic as a trope and pathway of mnemonic transmission
through which regional values can be disseminated to communities abroad. Before exam-
ining the works of fiction, however, it is first necessary to map out two cultural contexts
by which these late nineteenth-century texts were framed: representations of Irish sea-
board communities in the illustrated British press, as well as the then very popular
genre of local colour literature.
Cultural contexts of Irish Atlantic fiction: imperial gazes and regional
literatures
During the final three decades of the nineteenth century, the London illustrated press dis-
played a strong editorial fascinationwith coastal communities and their cultures across the
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British Isles. This becomes evident from, amongst others, a series of illustrations entitled
“OurFishing Industries”which appeared in the Illustrated LondonNewsduring spring and
summer of 1883. Each instalment is composed as a one-page collage of two to five images,
on which a team of engravers would have been employed simultaneously and which
portray local varieties of fisheries in the British Isles. The effect that is thus created is
that of a comprehensive overview that crosses borders of time and space and that fits in
with the popularity of panoramic illusion in painting and newspaper illustrations
during this period. In his influential work on nineteenth-century visual cultures, Jonathan
Potter explains that the audience’s immersion in visual space with attention to minute
detail offered them the illusion of total comprehension and “ideological control,” while
appealing to the spectators’ “desire for simultaneity” (Potter 2018, 27, 23). The series of
engravings can be interpreted as appealing to the audience’s desire for “totality”: they
allow readers to grasp fishing practices in all its local dimensions and varieties, while iden-
tifying them at the same time as essentially British (Figures 1 and 2).
Generally, the focus of these engravings is on the natural environment and the ways in
which the coastal population attempts to make a living from natural resources. Thus, the
12May issue presents two engravings by H.RWells and C.J. Staniland which, at the top of
the page, depict fishermen’s boats exposed to a tempestuous sea and, at the bottom, men
involved in oyster dredging at Whitstable, Kent. The two collages of woodcuts published
a week later, on 19 May, provide an all-encompassing impression of the herring fishery
based in Yarmouth, England: the images portray activities like towing out the boats, fer-
rying across with the fish and curing the herrings. Similarly, the issue from 21 July 1883
depicts the various stages involved in crab-catching in Cornwall, presenting the sea as a
site of local crafts and trade. Local Atlantic communities across the nation are thus acces-
sible in print for readers across the British empire: the regional and global coalesce
through readerships and print networks.
Irish communities on the edge of theAtlantic, especially those aroundGalway Bay, would
also feature regularly in the London press. These articles and images of maritime regional
societies focus once again on the sea as a space of economic activity, and on the local com-
munity as skilled in particular crafts relevant to the employment opportunities that the
ocean provides. “Sketches of Ireland,” published in the Illustrated London News on 16 July
1870, portrayswomen from theCladdagh,Galway, “spinningnet thread” (1870, 61); the illus-
tration “Boys ofCladdaghnear boat,Galway, Ireland,”printed in the Illustrated LondonNews
on 22 February 1873, presents a group of youngsters standing near a boat on a rocky beach. A
panoramic vision of local Irish existence in theCladdagh is conveyed in “Sketches in Ireland,”
a series of vignettesmade by Irish bornHarry Furniss, that gowith an article in the Illustrated
London News of 31 January 1880. These images depict traditional labour: a pen and ink
drawing portrays a Claddagh boy making twine; a wood engraving stages a group of
women gathered on the quay, occupied with mending the fishing nets (Figures 3 and 4).3
However, there are a few striking differences when we compare these media represen-
tations of the Claddagh with the earlier described “Our Fisheries.” For one thing, the
locals portrayed in “Our Fisheries” are predominantly male, and they are represented
in action: battling against storm and high rising waves, hauling in their nets or fishing
baskets, and preparing their catch for market and consumption. By contrast, the male
natives from the Claddagh are hardly ever presented while at work. “Boys of Claddagh
near boat, Galway, Ireland” shows a group of young boys posing by a fishing boat that
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is stranded; the men in Furniss’s “Sketches in Ireland” are primarily engaged with socia-
lizing, exchanging the latest news with friends and neighbours. As such, the images
appear to resonate with the prevalent imperial bias that the Irish were prone to indolence
and averse to “self-reliance” (Maberly 1847, 42) and self-improvement, as, for example,
Mrs. Maberly had quipped in The Present State of Ireland and Its Remedy (1847). Further-
more, one may notice that women feature more prominently than men in represen-
tations of labour characteristic for the coastal community. It is tempting to see this
Figure 1. H. R. Wells & C. J. Staniland, “Our Fishing Industries: Oyster-Dredging at Whitstable.” Illus-
trated London News, 12 May 1883, 461. Courtesy British Newspaper Archive (www.
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) and The British Library Board.
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focus on the femininity in the 1880 “Sketches in Ireland” in light of the strong gender
inflections of imperial ideologies, which in the case of Ireland often depicted the
country as a helpless young woman in need of protection by “masculine” Britain.4
Figure 2. H. R. Wells & C. J. Staniland, “Our Fishing Industries: The Yarmouth Herring Fishery” Illus-
trated London News, 19 May 1883, 511. Courtesy British Newspaper Archive (www.
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) and The British Library Board.
Figure 3. “Boys of Claddagh near boat, Galway, Ireland.” Illustrated London News, 22 February 1873, 168.
Courtesy British Newspaper Archive (www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) and The British Library Board.
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Even if Henry Furniss himself was a native from Co. Wexford, the 1880 “Sketches in
Ireland” appear to be mainly inspired by what Joep Leerssen would call a “hetero-image”
(2007, 342–344) of the Irish Atlantic that is rooted in imperial “Othering” and that may
have catered to the expectations of themagazine’s readers. The text that frames the illustration
of the “Sketches in Ireland” positions theCladdagh as an uncivilized region. The author states,
No place in the West of Ireland bears an aspect more distinctly associated with the long
period of separation from the ordinary civil and social life of this kingdom, which was
Figure 4. Harry Furniss, “Sketches in Ireland.” Illustrated London News, 31 January 1880, 116. Courtesy
British Newspaper Archive (www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) and The British Library Board.
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the lot of Connaught in former ages, and to which its backward condition in present times
may in some degree be ascribed. (1880, 115)
The article furthermore argues that the
Artist’s sketches on the quay at Galway, in the Claddagh, and those of a group of Connemara
women, and of a boy, with a cumbrous sort of spinning-wheel, producing twine for the
making of their fishing-nets, give a lively notion of the appearance of this primitive folk.
(115)
This observation of the local people as unrefined is followed by a remark that suggests it
is the duty of a London government to bring modernity to the area: “It is much to be
desired that some official effectual measures could be taken to revive the prosperity of
Galway as a mercantile seaport” (61). Additionally, the article likens the inhabitants of
the Claddagh to “gipsies,” because they have a code of laws and form of government admi-
nistered by an elective monarch who is called in Galway “the King of the Claddagh” (61),
creating the impression that the Claddagh are not only unique in the traditions that they
observe but also unruly in their laws of government. The coastal regions of “Our Fisheries”
are presented as communities with which readers are encouraged to identify, as the title
also indicates. By contrast, the IrishAtlantic is presented as foreign, even primordial: a geo-
graphical area both at the borders of the sea and at the borders of civilization. However,
while the article dismisses the area as primitive and merely provincial, it contradictorily
constructs the Irish Atlantic seaboard as an inherently transnational, rather than local,
space. The coastal region is invaded by foreign eyes; its people are subject to the imperial
gaze and are represented as in need of the Empire’s regenerating influence.
In this cultural climatemarked by a fascination with regional modes of existence, in the
literary field fiction which mapped out local character, vernacular, and traditions gained
immense popularity in the second half of the nineteenth century, across Europe and in
North America.5 As literary scholars have argued, it is very difficult to define the par-
ameters of the genre, which is marked by varieties in narrative templates and themes
and cross-overs with other genres. Considering regional literature as a “collective
concept” is therefore more realistic (Geest et al. 2008, 93). Terminological issues aside,
the genre is frequently interpreted in its relation to processes of nationalism and nation
building. Thus, Judith Fetterley andMarjorie Pryse have argued that the genre contributed
to the configuration of national identity through a crystallization of regional ways of life
that are viewed as representative for national character (2003, 14). Conversely, Josephine
Donovan reads local colour literature as an expression of resistance against “the enforce-
ment of national social norms” (2010, 68) and processes of “standardization” and “hom-
ogenization” (4) on a national level,6 of language and cultural values.
Often local colour fiction is set in seaboard regions, depicting the relations between
man and nature as well as the customs and histories of a specific locality. Examples
from the second half of the nineteenth century include Guy de Maupassant’s stories
“En Mer” (1883), set in Fécamp, and “L’Épave” (1886), located in Île de Ré, Normandy.
Scandinavian local colour narratives set in seaboard communities are, amongst others,
Selma Lagerlöf’s “En Fiskarfhustrus Roman” in Osynliga Länkar (1894) and Jonas Lie’s
novel of Nordland, Den Fremsynte (1871). Examples of British local colour fiction situ-
ated in coastal regions are Thomas Nicoll Hepburn’s Scottish novel Barncraig (1893),
Joseph Henry Pearce’s Esther Penreath; The Miller’s Daughter: A Study of Life on the
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Cornish coast (1891), and Allen Raine’s A Welsh Singer (1897), which takes place at “the
rocky west coast of Wales” (Raine 1897, 1). The narratives about Irish maritime areas
central to this study can likewise be classified as local colour fiction, even more so
because they speak back to the centre of the British empire.
The Atlantic as a colonial space of contest(ation)
Irish local colour fiction about Atlantic regions appears to respond directly to the ethnic
stereotyping of coastal communities as backward and uncivilized in the British press.
This becomes, for example, clear from H. Caldwell Lipsett’s story “More Cruel than the
Grave,” published in Where the Atlantic Meets the Land (1896b). The story stages a con-
versation between a young English curate called Fairchild, “recently appointed to this
out-of-the-way parish of Kilcross,” situated in proximity to Donegal Bay and Slieve
League, and Seymour, “a ship’s doctor home on leave” (Lipsett 1896b, 48). The dialogue
soon turns to how different the area is from Fairchild’s native England. Fairchild com-
ments that he “never imagined previously that quite such a primitive people could exist
anywhere in these islands,” meaning the British Isles (48). Seymour, who has been
“brought up among” the villagers and “been familiar with them since childhood” (50)
has English roots as well, and concurs with Fairchild’s imperial perspective on the
Donegal locals. His affirmation that “primitive is just the word to describe them” (48),
and his subsequent explanation both clearly echo the then conventional British bias
towards the Irish: “Our civilization has passed them by in this remote comer of the
world, and left them exactly the same as their earliest forefathers must have been” (49).
Seymour continues to emphasize the uncivilized state of the Kilcross population,
arguing that the “fisher folk are proverbially benighted,” and he attributes their coarseness
to the fact that they live so close by the sea in an area that is therefore essentially peripheral:
Shut in here between the seriousness of the barren soil on the one hand and the melancholy
of the Atlantic upon the other, the inhabitants of these highland villages upon the sea-board
are utterly barbarous. And they possess all the virtues and vices of uncivilized types. (49)
As the narrative proceeds, however, this dichotomy between the enlightened English
on the one hand and the barbarous Donegal fishermen on the other is radically sub-
verted. Two granddaughters of the vicar, “one of the few clergymen in Ireland who
refused to commute at the time of the disestablishment of the Irish Church” (53) accom-
pany Fairchild. These young women are venturing out too far into the sea. Ruth – Fair-
child’s object of affection – and her sister Selina do not heed Seymour’s warnings about
the potentially dangerous tide and run off the cliffs “gaily down the sloping path that led
to the little cove below” (53). They accuse Seymour, who knows the sea much better than
Fairchild as he spent his childhood in the area, of lacking masculine bravery: “You’re
becoming a perfect old woman. Dr. Seymour” (52). Their reliance on the insights of Fair-
child, the English newcomer to the region, lead to a tragic denouement: the girls are over-
whelmed by the sea, and Ruth drowns. The English outsider is here the one who “speaks
out of the depths of his ignorance” (52), as Seymour exclaims, and lacks the insights that
would help him survive in this Irish coastal environment.
His own “benighted” (49) state is made more painfully obvious when, in a pathetic
attempt to save his lover at the expense of her sister, he tries to bribe the fishermen
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into taking the dying Ruth into their boat to rescue her life. This is, however, a thing they
refuse to do out of fear it would bring bad luck. The Donegal men are completely insen-
sitive to his offer of 500 pounds, which “sounded in their ears like promises of fairy gold,”
while the prospect of “a new boat and nets” (59) would have enticed them. Those coming
from the imperial centre are completely at a loss and unable to cope with the natural
environment of the Irish Atlantic. The ocean and its surroundings – the indomitable
“long lines of towering black faced cliffs” (47) – are forces the English cannot overpower,
just as they cannot fathom the minds of the local inhabitants. Seymour’s earlier alle-
gation, that it is impossible to “obtain any hold over them, or exercise the slightest
effect upon their conduct in any one way” (50), thus ironically foreshadows British
incompetence. The ocean becomes a symbolical, “heterotopic”7 space where imperial
relations are tested, questioned, and reversed.
Interestingly, when taking a comparative archipelagic approach to local colour fiction
from the 1890s, one notices that the Atlantic functions in similar ways in regional fiction
of other “Celtic fringes” of the British Isles. For example, in Q’s (Arthur Quiller Couch’s)
“Prologue” to The Delectable Duchy: Stories, Studies, and Sketches (1895), the narrator
expresses a grudge towards his journalist friend from London for looking upon his
home at the west coast of Cornwall as an uncivilized back of beyond: “Whereas from
his own far more expensive house my friend sees only a dirty laurel-bush, a high
green fence, and the upper half of a suburban lamp-post [… ] he is convinced that I
dwell in a nook” (Q 1895, 2). The unnamed narrator clearly responds back to the imperial
“centre” by demonstrating the inherently transnational dimensions of his home village,
due to its proximity to the ocean: he interjects that his
windows look down upon a harbour wherein, day by day, vessels of every nation and men of
large experience are forever going and coming; and beyond the harbour, upon leagues of
open sea, highway of the vastest traffic in the world. (1–2)
There are strong analogies between Lipsett’s perspectives on the transnational charac-
ter of Irish coastal regions and Q’s picture of a Cornwall seaboard community that is
more cosmopolitan than Londoners may assume. Furthermore, in both narratives
these representations of seaside communities, marked by an interplay between ocean
and land, are infused with critique on imperial centralization. These shared themes
can be explained as a feature of local colour literature which frequently explores frictions
between margins and centres and voices antagonism towards “the enforcement of
national social norms” (Donovan 2010, 68). At the same time, these similarities open
pathways to comparative perspectives on local colour fiction from the British
archipelago.
In Irish local colour fiction of the 1890s, Atlantic regions are generally described as
liminal spaces in a physical sense: they are both land and sea, and borders between
these elements are hard to discern. For this we should look at Jane Barlow’s A Creel of
Irish Stories (1897b), a collection which, through its title denoting both a book as well
as a wicker basket holding fish, firmly embeds the narratives in an Irish-Atlantic
context. In this collection, “The Snakes and Norah” illustrates that farmsteads in
regions close to the Atlantic are “amphibious” in that they may occupy and cultivate a
stretch of land, but are often flooded by “the Atlantic foam” (Barlow 1897b, 186). At
the same time many regional novels and stories represent Irish coasts as liminal spaces
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on a symbolical level: sites which signify colonial rebellion. Frank James Mathew’s titular
story, “At the Rising of the Moon” (1893a), is set around the Cliffs of Moher in Co. Clare.
The story’s narrator, old Michael McCaura, describes the coast as a site where the locals
would resist the authorities by smuggling kegs of poteen, “brought by hookers across the
bay from Connemara” without being caught by the “polis” (Mathew 1893a, 124). The
cliffs have become a borderland where laws imposed by the British are broken. For old
Michael the steep sea cliffs even epitomize one of the few territories left where the
local population can defy those in power such as landlords and agents, in light of their
native, historical rights to the lands of which they were dispossessed by the English:
“Would ye have us lie an’ be thrampled on an stharved, an’ we that owned the lan’ by
rights as our fathers did in th’ ould times, hunthreds an hunthreds of years ago” (118).
As another story in Mathew’s collection, “Colonel Hercules Desmond,” suggests, the
Atlantic and its unique marine ecologies even help the local farmers in contesting the
Ascendancy’s ownership of the land. The story describes “a great battle” between land-
lord Desmond and his tenants over the seaweed the latter collect from his land to
avoid hunger, when “it was a bitter winter and they had the audacity to come, without
asking his leave, and gather the seaweed floating round the rocks near his house”
(Mathew 1893b, 60). Conflict arises when the tenantry refuses to “pay him anything
for it” because “the weeds growing in the Atlantic belonged to no one” (60). Here the
sea figures as the territory that no one can appropriate or colonize, and that the locals
can use to reclaim a form of proprietorship. By contrast, proprietorship over the sea is
what is at stake in H. Caldwell Lipsett’s “The Gauger’s Lep” (1896a). “Agitation” arises
in Kilcross because the “fishing industry of the place,” by which the community sustains
itself, is badly affected by the “steam-trawlers owned by English and Scotch firms in
Liverpool and Glasgow” that “had gradually come to infest the bay” (Lipsett 1896a,
211). The native fishermen suffer economically because their own “primitive appliances
and means of transport [… ] had left them unable to cope with this competition” (211).
Furthermore, the technologically advanced ships from elsewhere in the British empire –
England and Scotland – have caused environmental upheaval: “The huge beams of these
new-fangled engines disturbed the bottom of the bay, raked up the spawning-beds, and
interfered with the habits of generations, so that no man knew where to look next for the
fish” (211).
The passage in this story illustrates Ursula Heise’s concept of “ecocosmopolitanism”
(2008, 10): we should indeed look beyond the local and consider regional environments
as part of “planetary ‘imagined communities’ of both human and nonhuman kinds” (61).
Furthermore, the extract can be placed in the context of tensions between British and
Irish fisheries that culminated in the 1880s. As Edmund W.H. Holdsworth’s The Sea Fish-
eries of Great Britain and Ireland (1883) reveals, at the time there was a “painful contrast”
between the “continuous decline in the number of native Irish fishing boats” and the pro-
gress in English and Scottish fishing industries, even if, according to the author, “this
decline is due to no scarcity of fish” (Holdsworth 1883, 188). Holdsworth acknowledges
that the Famine and subsequent emigration of people from particularly the West of
Ireland, as well as the extreme poverty of Ireland’s sea-board populations can account for
“the great decline in comparatively recent years” (191): often these men “have few means
of catching” (201) the available fish because they divide their energies over various occu-
pations, such as agriculture and seaweed cutting, as the sole means to survive.
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However, Holdsworth particularly appears to blame the Irish resistance to technologi-
cal progress, such as the use of trawlers, even if they could receive funding for implement-
ing these innovations:8 “The trawlers appear at last to have obtained a footing there, and
there can be no doubt that the fisheries might be much improved, if peaceful work could
be ensured” (202). The Claddagh fishermen are pictured as opposing progress, but this is
obviously a one-sided, imperial vantage point on fishing relations in the Atlantic that can
be read in the context of the Congested Districts Board, which at the time sought to bring
innovations to economically underdeveloped regions and, as Breathnach (2005) has
shown, stimulated the implementation of new practices in boat building and the
fishing industry.
Lipsett’s story provides a contrasting perspective and even suggests critique on the
agenda of constructive unionism, an emergent movement which saw “Ireland’s social
and economic development as only feasible within the larger sphere of the British
empire” (Gailey 2001, 227). “The Gauger’s Lep” pictures technological advancement as
an imperial invasion of the ocean that is ecologically and economically detrimental to
the Irish sea communities. At the same time, the conclusion of Lipsett’s tale provides a
twist that overturns the hierarchical tables. When a gale breaks out and “masts of
vessels, beams, and pieces of wreckage began to come ashore,” the local villagers are
“on the look-out for prizes” (Lipsett 1896a, 219). Dan Murphy tries to grab a bottle of
rum but is caught by the “gauger,” who represents the law. A skirmish ensues and the
gauger’s “rum-soaked clothes” (220) catch fire; subsequently, the gauger “thr[o]w[s]
himself over the cliff into the sea a hundred feet below” (221) and is never heard of again.
The Atlantic thus not only figures as a territory of imperial competition, but also as a
powerful natural source that at times empowers the local fishing community and creates
room for rebellion against the laws. In this respect there are many thematic similarities
between “The Gauger’s Lep” and “The Minister of Dour,” a tale by Scottish writer Samuel
Rutherford Crockett that is set along the Galloway coast. Here the inhabitants of the
parish of Dour defy imperial law, as personified by “the king’s preventive men” (Crockett
1895, 19) to smuggle alcohol across the sea, because this will prevent their families from
ending up in poverty:
The traffic with the Isle of Man, whence the hardy fishermen ran their cargoes of Holland
gin and ankers of French brandy, put good gear on the back of many a burgher’s wife, and
porridge into the belly of many a fisherman’s bairn. (18)
These similar representations of coastal communities that use sea routes as ways to resist
the legal authority of the London government implies a shared repertoire of imagining
seaboard regions across the British–Irish archipelago.
This idea of the Atlantic as a space of colonial revolt is also conveyed in Mary Tench’s
Where the Surf Breaks. In her novel, the ocean and its geologies are depicted as lieux de
mémoire,9 sites where recollections of colonial uprising are crystallized. We can read that
the bold cliffs and crevices “difficult of access in the eastern side” are connected to the
history of the United Irishmen rebellion against the British of 1798:10 here “two of the
young rebel leaders,” men of “gentle birth,” had “taken refuge in 98, and there after
many weeks of privation [… ] were discovered, and led away to die a traitor’s death”
(Tench 1897, 203). François Noudelmann addresses the fact that the sea is never “a
neutral space, outside of any civilization, inhabited only by fish” (2018, 205); it is “full
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of unseen and unheard traces,” holding the “memory of trade, odysseys, adventures,
wars, and conquests” (205).
In Tench’s novel the sea is primarily a container of memories related to histories of
colonial rebellion, and these seem to linger below the surface of the waves and in the
caves, ready to erupt again and remind the population of the unstable imperial constella-
tions. As Essie states, according to the locals the ghost of “brave Bertram Raby” (204), one
of the leaders of the involved in the 1798 United Irishmen rebellion, still haunts the coast-
line here. His spirit of revolt continues to hover around and may stir up the status quo at
any time again. As such the coastal region figures very much in terms of Tim Ingold’s
notion of “dwelling”: as a landscape where “histories are woven, along with the life-
cycles of plants and animals, into the texture of the surface itself” (198). The environment
is imbued with the past, traces of which still linger on in the present.
In Frank James Mathew’s “The Dark Man,” the cliffs at the edge of the sea also signify
a colonial counter-culture as well as a memory of suffering under imperial government.
The Cliffs of Moher are the usual haunt of blind Andy, a wanderer who “knew every inch
of the Cliffs, and spent half his time lying on the edge of the grey precipice, looking down
at the sea, six hundred feet below, or watching the clouds of sea-birds” (Mathew 1893c,
131). Living on the peripheries of local society, as well as the edge of the coast, Andy
appears to blend into the natural environment and shows much respect for its fauna:
“He knew where the gulls nested, but never robbed them, and the caves where the
seals lived, and the seals shouldered their way through the water close by him, looking
at him with soft eyes” (132). Additionally, Andy embodies indigenous Irish cultural tra-
ditions, in that he is often “playing his fiddle to keep himself company,” and “no one
knew more of folklore” (141) than he does.
According to the narrator, Andy is believed to be “a Changeling” who was once “one
of the merry ‘Little Good People’” (142) and who is still on speaking terms with the
Fairies. As such, Andy appears to stand for the pre-colonial Irish cultural traditions
which were on the wane, due to the heavy death toll and mass emigration during the
Great Famine.11 It could be argued that Andy’s dwelling on the coastal peripheries sym-
bolizes the ways in which Irish traditional cultures became marginalized under British
imperial rule, even if they found ways to survive at cultural peripheries. This reading
is endorsed by the fact that Andy’s loss of eyesight was brought about by extreme
hunger during the Famine years, as the story intimates. As a victim of colonial misman-
agement during the years of hunger, and as a representative of folklore and traditional
music, Andy appears to epitomize the indigenous traditions that cannot be wiped out.
The strip close to the edge of the cliffs where he wanders furthermore suggests that
there are cultures and stories of past suffering that persist, even if they seem peripheral.
A similar sentiment is conveyed in relation to Cornwall’s seascape in the earlier dis-
cussed “Prologue” by Q. Here the narrator mocks his journalist friend who believes that
“Lyonnesse” is merely a poetic name for Cornwall, thereby showing his deep ignorance of
the fact that it denotes a legendary Celtic settlement between the coast of Cornwall and
the Scilly Islands that was engulfed by the ocean: “Well, the Lyonnesse has lain at the
bottom of the Atlantic, between Land’s End and Scilly, these eight hundred years. The
chroniclers relate that it was overwhelmed and lost in 1099, A.D. If your Constant
Readers care to ramble there, they’re welcome, I’m sure” (1895, 6). The passage not
only ridicules the journalist’s lack of insight and the subsequent misinformation that
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he is likely to spread across the British empire; it also depicts the sea as a storage site of
pre-colonial countermemory. As such, the ocean functions in similar ways as in the
examined Irish local colour stories.
Local communities, transnational networks
The seaboard communities in Irish regional fiction of the 1890s are also represented as
part of global constellations that go beyond the imperial power relations and hierarchies.
In fact, one can argue that the coastal regions in these narratives are inherently transna-
tional spaces: they signify processes of economic and cultural globalization,12 stretch con-
cepts of boundaries, and convey an experience of “the local and the global
simultaneously” (Bond 2014, 416–417). In the previously discussed story by Lipsett,
“More Cruel than the Grave,” this sense of the local as global becomes evident from
the description of the scenery. Typical vegetation of Donegal Bay – the “towering
black-faced cliffs, clad in parts with honeysuckle and capped with heather” – is portrayed
extensively, while at the same time the area represents Atlantic connections with the New
World: “Westward in front of them there was nothing but the wide ocean between them
and America” (Lipsett 1896b, 47).
Katharine Tynan’s “The Unlawful Mother,” from An Isle in the Water (1896b), depicts
the unnamed island at Ireland’s West Coast as a site at the crossroads of transnational sea
routes. Young Maggie – one of the island’s inhabitants – is impregnated by a man who
“had gone to America some months before, and was beyond the reach” of her brothers’
“justice” (Tynan 1896b, 37). When the illegitimate child is born, Maggie is shunned by
her community: “No Island man would marry a girl with a stain on her character”
(44). Alister, “a grave, steady, strong-faced Highlander” who was “the mate of a Scotch
vessel” and “had come to the Island trading for years” (44) can see beyond Maggie’s
blemished reputation, weds her, and takes her with him across the sea. The first-
person narrator hears that he “has changed out of his old boat, and his late shipmates
say vaguely that he has removed somewhere Sunderland or Cardiff way, and trades to
the North Sea” (47). The narrative demonstrates how the island is positioned between
transnational trading routes which connect the island, Northern England, Scotland,
Wales, America, thereby sketching a plurality of Atlantic contexts. At the same time
the story contrasts the confined mindset of the islanders with the more cosmopolitan
moral compass of sea travellers like Alister, demonstrating tensions between regional
conservatism and the more liberal morality that invades the island from across the
waters.
Additionally, the “transnational affiliations” (Faist 2000, 240) and transcultural
dynamics that, as Thomas Faist observes, characterize relations between home and dia-
spora communities, also play a pivotal role in these Irish local colour narratives. Often
these relations between Irish home regions and transatlantic host societies are portrayed
as those of economic interdependence. In Mary Tench’s Where the Surf Breaks, Essie
refers to Frank Newton, son of impoverished gentry in Ballymourne, as an example to
illustrate how the region benefits financially from its transatlantic ties. While his
mother wanted Frank to stay with her in Ireland, he went to America, because he saw
no opportunity to improve the family’s economic prospects at home: “I’ll go steerage
to New York, an’ work at anything I’ll get to do” (Tench 1897, 183). We then read
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that Frank is very successful in his ventures across the Atlantic: he secures a steady
income and sends his mother “a Christmas present of twenty pounds more than once”
(183).
In Jane Barlow’s “Good Luck,” a story published in Strangers at Lisconnel (1895), this
idea of economic interdependence between the region – in this case Connemara – and
transnational communities is even more explicitly addressed. The story shows that the
local population can barely sustain itself by fishery and that the dangers of drowning
involved make the job very unattractive. The blind widow Murrough lives in dire
poverty and distress, not only because the land yields “only meagre and stunted
growths” (Barlow 1895, 341), but also because her youngest son Felix is not always suc-
cessful in catching enough fish and collecting seaweed. The destitute widow has “set her
heart entirely” on getting Felix “to take off to the States, and be out of the way of fishin’
and dhrowndin’” (344), just like his elder brother who had migrated to California five
years before, and “and was doin’ pretty middlin’ well out there” (345). When plans
that Felix will cross the Atlantic as well take shape, and the widow is left with the miser-
able prospect of becoming an inmate in the workhouse, a miracle occurs. The widow’s
eyesight is restored; she sees her emigrant son Paddy, who wears a “fine new suit and
gold watch-chain” (367) as symbols of his material success; and the latter promises to
take his mother and brother with him to a large farm he has purchased in Co.
Wicklow. While the Laraghmena family’s connection to the sea is initially synonymous
with deprivation, it eventually signifies prosperity, in the form of a transatlantic supply of
savings which the returned emigrant brings home.
Interestingly, this notion of transnational economic exchange that characterizes Irish
local colour fiction runs parallel to the fact that these texts were embedded in literary
infrastructures of transnational exchange. Most notably, these works of Irish local
colour fiction were generally published in London, rather than Dublin or Belfast. As
various literary historians have pointed out, these novels and collections of stories
about the region were often deliberately “written with an eye for the English reader”
(Ingram 2009, 76) because the narratives, with their more nuanced and sympathetic por-
trayal of Irish locals, could offer an alternative to deeply engrained bias among the British
towards rural Irish communities. In other words, authors of the Irish Revival viewed pub-
lication in Britain as an “effective intervention in the context of the cultural prejudices of
the British market” (Carson 2020, 98), while at the same time there was a growing interest
among British metropolitan readers in Celtic cultures.
These local colour narratives were clearly embedded in processes of transnational
maritime transmission, not only in relation to Britain but also to North America.
New York, and to a lesser extent Boston, Toronto, and Chicago, were other hubs
where these texts were republished, because diasporic communities provided a signifi-
cant market, because writers of the Revival aimed to “disseminate [… ] nationalist
ideas both at home and abroad” (98), and because authors sought international appeal
for Irish literature. The collections of stories discussed in this article were published in
editions on both sides of the Atlantic: Tynan’s An Isle in the Water was issued by A &
C Black in London in 1895 and by Macmillan & Co. in New York in 1896. Lipsett’s
Where The Atlantic Meets the Land came out in London in 1896 and was published by
Robert Bros. in Boston in the same year. Mathew’s At the Rising of the Moon was pub-
lished by McClure & Co. in London and by Tait, Sons & Co. in New York in 1893.
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Often these North-American republications were exact reproductions of the London
editions; in a few cases, however, the American editions were marketed differently,
through the inclusion of prefaces or introductions targeting the American market.
Thus the 1893 American edition of Jane Barlow’s (1893) Irish Idylls contains an unpagi-
nated prologue that addresses her “American readers” (n.p.), and the 1897 holiday
edition of the same collection, also published by Dodd, Mead & Co. in New York,
includes photographs by the Massachusetts-based ethnographer and folklorist Clifton
Johnson. These images of, amongst others, turf-cutters, were taken by Johnson on a
trip to Connemara, as he declares in the additional preface, with the aim of providing
American audiences with “faithful transcripts of nature and life as they really are amid
the sombre bogs that are the predominant features of that part of the Irish west coast”
(Barlow 1897a, v). As these introductory notes reveal, these republications often
sought to transport their readers to coastal areas in Ireland.
While the texts thus connected regions and transnational communities through their
contents as well as routes of dissemination, the ways in which these collections were
sometimes marketed also bear witness to the transnational oceanic exchange that is
also included in their storylines. The cover of Mary Tench’s novel depicts seaflowers,
thereby rooting the narrative in local maritime ecologies. By contrast, the preface to
the American 1893 edition of Jane Barlow’s Irish Idylls situates the stories in a transna-
tional oceanic space: Barlow argues that through her stories her “American readers” will
be able to understand their originally Irish country men and women – the “forlorn
voyager ‘over oceans of say’” – much better . Furthermore, by invoking the idea that
her text is “one emigrant more” (n.p.), Barlow materializes the Atlantic as a space of
travel on the level of textual production and readership as well. This site of travel famil-
iarizes readers with the past lives of their fellow Irish-American citizens, as cultural mem-
ories of the emerald isle and its local traditions are transmitted to readers without Irish
lineage, though the texts – as travelling mnemonic containers –may also reconnect Irish-
Americans with the traditions of the native country of their ancestors.
This centrality of concepts of transference on the level of narrative and marketing
strategies not only demonstrates the strong intersections between the regional and trans-
national in repertoires of representing oceanic communities and ecologies; it also
suggests the relevance of examining cultural production as an essentially “multidirec-
tional” (Valsiner 2001, 41) process in which local and – in this case, transatlantic –
writers, markets, and audiences intersect. Further research on these additional transna-
tional dimensions of local colour fiction about Irish coastal communities may be
extended to nineteenth-century contexts of reception. A review of Barlow’s A Creel of
Irish Stories, published in the Pall Mall Gazette on 7 December 1895, compared her
success in creating “pictures of Letterglas, Kilrath, Atlicrum, Meenaclure, Killyineci, Car-
rickerum, and Letterowern” to Bret Harte’s regional “sketches of the Pacific slope” (Pall
Mall Gazette 1895, 6). In a similar vein, the Glasgow Herald on 20 April 1893 asserted
that, in At the Rising of the Moon, “the biographer of Father Mathew has done for
Moher and its people very much what Mr Barrie has done for Thrums in his ‘Idylls’”
(Glasgow Herald 1893, 10). The reviewer thus draws analogies between Mathew’s narra-
tives of the coasts of Moher and Barrie’s narratives of rural and coastal Angus.
As we saw, in terms of representations of seaboard communities, there are many simi-
larities between Irish local colour fiction and narratives representing coastal regions in
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the British Isles, so these analogies are by no means remarkable. At the same time, the
critical reception of Irish local colour fiction of the 1890s addressed similarities in
writing style between these Irish local colourists and authors of the “Pacific slope” or
coastal areas in Scotland. This suggests a strong contemporary awareness of the transna-
tional dimensions of local colour literatures concerning coastal areas. At the same time,
we may attribute this awareness to an emerging consciousness of a literary genre con-
cerned with regional existence that was developing on a transnational scale: what a
critic in The Review of Reviews (1895), discussing Katharine Tynan’s and Jane Barlow’s
work in comparison with that of Scottish writers Samuel Rutherford Crockett, J.M.
Barrie, Ian McLaren, and Cornish writer Q (Quiller Counch), called “that form of
local fiction” (1895, 241). It was certainly a genre that interconnected the British and
Irish isles, geographically and generically, and shaped ties to those Atlantic worlds
beyond.
Notes
1. Miles Taylor goes into “Britain’s status as a maritime empire in the nineteenth century” in
relation to trade, colonialism, and diplomacy. See the introduction to Taylor (2013, 3–10).
2. See also Thomas Faist (2000, 200).
3. The 1880s and 1890s saw a gradual transition to illustrations which “married photographic
and handmade technologies,” as, amongst others, Beegan (2018) has observed (126–129). As
a result, magazines increasingly combined the traditional woodcut illustrations with line
drawings and photographs, while impressionistic pen and ink sketches also gained popular-
ity, especially to ornament news coverage that did not make the headlines. See Mussell
(2009, 205). See also Kooistra (2017, 104).
4. See Innes (1993, 3–4).
5. For attempts to define the complex genre, see, amongst others, Koch (2006); Snell (1998);
Leon Litvack and Hooper’s (2000) introduction, and Donovan (2010).
6. For similar claims, see also Koch (2006, 231–222).
7. Foucault (1986) calls heterotopia sites “ in which all the real arrangements, all the other real
arrangements that can be found within society, are at one and the same time represented,
challenged, and overturned, ” and as such they become vehicles for anti-imperial critique,
for example (24).
8. In the period 1892–1895 especially there were many advancements through the implemen-
tation of “the new Granton trawl” by English and Scottish fisheries. This may form an
additional context to Lipsett’s story. See Sahrhage and Lundbeck (1992, 114).
9. For this term, see Nora (1989, 9).
10. For further reading, see, amongst others, Foster (2001, 67–95) and Beiner (2007).
11. See Whelan (2005). See also Lloyd (2011).
12. For this framing of the transnational, see Jay (2010, 1).
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